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Reviewed by Patrick Nerz
In his book Crawfish Bottom, 
Douglas Boyd explores the 
history of a Frankfort, Kentucky 
neighborhood forever erased from 
physical space.  Boyd’s colorful 
descriptions, which often read more 
like a movie script than a synthesis 
of oral histories, provide readers 
with a rich and insightful understanding of the Crawfish 
Bottom community.  Crawfish Bottom was originally 
settled in the aftermath of the Civil War; freed men and 
women located in the neighborhood because housing 
was inexpensive due to frequent and destructive floods 
from the Kentucky River.  The neighborhood became 
synonymous with crime, vice, and poverty seemingly 
from inception.  This reputation ultimately made the 
neighborhood a prime target for demolition during urban 
renewal in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  
A simple history of the life and death of the 
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neighborhood might have been sufficiently captivating, 
but Boyd’s book is more than a story of another 
neighborhood unduly razed by urban renewal.  Through an 
exploration of historical memory, Boyd provides readers 
with a tangible sense of place and an understanding of 
what it meant to be a resident of Crawfish Bottom.  Boyd 
begins his construction of place by examining newspaper 
coverage of the neighborhood, exploring the significance 
of the neighborhood’s sobriquets, and identifying how 
residents defined neighborhood boundaries.  Having 
established a basic understanding of neighborhood 
dynamics, Boyd uses interviews with former residents to 
flesh out the significance of neighborhood institutions and 
characters, the relationship between the neighborhood 
and the larger city, and the bonds that created community 
cohesion.
Boyd’s achievement in Crawfish Bottom is teasing 
out a nuanced understanding of a neighborhood susceptible 
to stock characterization.  To many outsiders, Crawfish 
Bottom was defined solely by crime.  Indeed, Boyd’s 
work shows that this reputation was not unfounded; bar 
fights, political corruption, whorehouses, and gambling 
were very much a part of the neighborhood landscape. 
On the other hand, many former neighborhood residents 
celebrate the Crawfish Bottom for its high levels of social 
interaction and ability to provide for residents.  Boyd 
straddles these viewpoints, skillfully interpreting oral 
history to illustrate the rich and compelling neighborhood 
that was lost.  The Crawfish Bottom that emerges is full 
of contradiction; crime in the midst of community, seedy 
nightclubs and model community organizations on the 
same block, and complex characters like John Fallis, 
the King of Craw, a charitable yet murderous grocery 
store owner feared and loved by the community. In his 
book, Boyd successfully captures the complexity of the 
Crawfish Bottom neighborhood and provides readers 
with an intimate sense of what was lost.
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